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“Thanks to the coaching classes today, the quality of students entering IITs has

gone lower. They somehow get through the Joint Entrance Examination. But their
performance in IITs, at jobs or when they come for higher education in institutes in
the US is not as good as it used to be.”

Narayana Murthy, Co-founder, Infosys
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ast week, the Indian Insti-
tute of Technology (IIT) has
been in the news for two
reasons. First, Infosys co-
founder, NR Narayana
Murthy commented on the
falling standards of its students. And
second, Aakash — the tablet priced at
32,250 — was developed, among oth-
ers, by students of IIT Rajasthan.

. Whiledoubts about the quality of edu-
cation at ITTs have been raised before
{prior to this by minister Jairam
Ramesh) research from these instif

has invariably helped the country make
amark. But the perception of deteriora-
tionin the ITTs has been gaining momen-
tum. And not without reason.
According to an answer given in the
Parliament two months back about the
faculty positions lying vacant across the

country, India still needs 1,50,000 qual-
ified teachers for engineering colleges.
‘While most of these v: ies are in

the number of engineering institutes,
the government has not formulated
her-traini This growth

private colleges, IITs and National
Institutes of Technology (NIT), too,
don’t have a good record. In 15 IITs,
1,693 faculty positions are lying vacant.
In NITS the number is 1,522.

At IIT Delhi alone, around 150 fac-
ulty positions are lying vacant. In the
last five to six years around 125 teach-
ers have been hired at IIT Delhi alone.
The student teacher ratio in most I'Ts,
especially in the eight new ones, is thus
skewed. While the prescribed teacher-
student ratio for IITs is a healthy 1:10,
the average ratio at IITs is around 1:20.
At IIT Delhi, it is 1:14. According to
international standards, the ideal ratio
for a world class engineering institute
should be 1:10.

“When you explode, not grow, there
will always be a shortage of qualified
teachers. On top of the sudden rise in

any g
is not commensurate with the gov-
ernment’s plan,” says Rakesh Sharma,
registrar, [IT Delhi.

“An engineering graduate cannot
teach a Nursery student with a B. Ed
degree but in most engineering col-
leges, B Tech graduates are teaching
students. Where are the training insti-
tutes to groom teachers for engineer-
ing colleges?” he adds. Not only IITs,
this is a problem being faced by amajor-
ity of the higher educational insti

institutes, but of late they
have come under some
criticism. Is it justified?

coaching institutes. Our students are
extremely hard working and make it
through because of this virtue,” says
the managing director of a leading
coaching institute in Delhi on condi-
tion of anonymity.

Inthe past few years another trend
hasbeen observed at engineering insti-
tutes — that of finance companies and

ltancy firms hiring engi S,
Around one-third of the companies
that come to IITs to hire are finance
firms. “Their kages are unde-
niably much better than those offered

in the country.

Murthy’s contention that coaching
centres are to blame, however, does
not have many supporters. “The paper
is being prepared by IITs themselves.
And if rote learning is one method to
make it through, then perhaps we need
to take a closer look at the Joint
Entrance Examination rather than the

by core eng ing panies,” says
Sharma. Most top students, therefore,
prefer to join WPM (Whoever Pays
More), a term coined by writer Chetan
Bhagat, IIT Delhi alumni, in his book
2 States. “Choosing jobs depends upon
the value system. The fact that this is
the trend now clearly shows what we
value,” said Surendra Prasad, former
director, IIT Delhi.
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‘Akash’ a result of lIT-R’s
persistent efforts

‘First-Cut’ Device, Says__Dtrector Hints AtGhtches

Ajay Parmar | Tan

Jodhpur: A small step by the 1TT-Ra-
iasthan {(Jodhpur}to develop a Print-
ed Circuit Board (PCB)for a student
paved way for the world’s cheapest
tabiet PC “Akash” becoming a reali-
ty, which was unveiled by the human
resource development minister Kapil
Sibal on Wednesday in New Delhi.

Over one year's persistent efforts
by HT-R's 200 students and members
of faculty made the world acknowl-
eflge this technelogical feat.

“Loaded with Andreid 2.2 ¥royo
gperating sy%tem this 7-inch touch
pad tablet is indeed a marvsl, in
which we have tried to stiff advanced
features despite its low price”, said a
beaming Sandeep Yadav, who had led
this project with Anupam Gupta right
from the conception when it was giv-
en to the I'T-R. “We formed a team
and determined the specifications,
functionality and price of this device,
which was also referred to as a Low
Cost Access Device {L.CAD). Framing
up the base, we invited tenders and
handed over the project te the Hy-
derabad-based British company
Datawind,” Yadav added.

The director of HT'R, PP K Kalra,
said, “This is a ‘first cut’ device, which
may have glitches and keeping this in
mind, we have initially decided to dis-
fribute Akash’ t0 3,300 shidents ineach
state and Unilon territory with a feed-
back form. Based upon their feedback,
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Students and facuity of IT-R display the tablet PC ‘Akash’

we will make changes before we order
the company to mass produce.”
Adding tothis, Gupta said, “This prod-
uct will keep evolving and we are con-
stantly working to add more features
with no compremise on the price,
which is $38 ex-work and bears §12 to-
wards other charges i.e, 850 in total.”

Elaborating on the proiect, Yadav
said, “While developinga PCB in Kan-
pur for a student for his B Tech proi-
ect, we conceived the idea of alow-cost
device with advanced features. We
worked on this hypothesis, based upon
which the MHR} teok it up under Na-
fional Mission on BEducation through
ICT{NMEICT) and floated an open of-
fer to take up this project.” But none
other than TR tock up this challenge

and “Akash” is like z dream come trie.

Justifying the nomenciature of
this tablet, Vivek Viiay, ancther fac-
uity member, said the word “Akash”
means limitless and we are keen to
see this product transcending the bor-
ders of the country and reach every
neock and corner of the world revo-
lationising the educational scenario.

Kalra, dedicating the feat to the
sincerity and zeal of the team to serve
society and the nation at large, isaid
500 devices have been distributed to

-students, who, in coordination with

thelr ¢coordinators, will prepare are-
port on it after testing it on every pa-
rameter in the next 45 days. This will
pave the way for further improvement
of the device,
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Aakash, the $35 tablet,
was launched this week.
Here'saplantomakeita
commercial success

= $ Sadagopan

irst, aquick ook at the specifications of the
$35tablet. Aakashisa7” Android (Ver.2.2)
tablet with 256 MB RAM and 2 GB of stor-
age, expandable through micro SD card.
Powered by a 366-MHz processor, Aakash
has Wi-Fi connectivity and a SIM card slot;
its 2USB ports provide a wide array of con-
nectivity options. Graphics accelerator
and HD video processor are there too. The
lightweight unit weighing just 350 grams,
comes with a three-hour lithium battery,
The multi-touchscreen is resistive (not ca-
pacitive). Most importantly, Aakash is
priced at¥2,276 (21,500 for students).

The specifications are impressive. But
one has to realise that touch interface with
resistive screens hashad many failures. The
slowness of resistive touch puts off users,
particularly when touch is the primary in-
terface. I would have liked a capacitive
touchscreen and alonger battery, thoughit
would push the costs high. Earlier devices
from DataWind (a technology partner in
the project) that T had used were good, but
not good enough for sustained use.

Aakash is a bold attempt to bridge the
“digital divide” in the country and provide
an affordable platform, particularly for
young high school students who can use it
as their tool to listen to lectures, experi-

mént, read books, communicate with.

their friends and play. Inessence, address
all the 4Ls of learning - lectures, labs, li-
brary and life.

What Wilt It Take to Succeed?

Mobile phones have been incredibly suc-
cessful in India. Until July 2011 India has
been adding more than 10 million new
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subscribers every month for several
months (it slowed down a bit in the last
three months to about 5-7 million sub-
scribers a month, still a large number).
The total mobile phone subscriber base is
nearly 900 million (with 600 million ac-
tive subscribers). In addition, Indian mo-
bile subscribers enjoy the lowest voice
and SMS tariffin the world.

The success one associates with
the mobile phonesisnottobe
found in other related
products — personal
computers, for exam-
ple, the desktop, lap-
top or the newly in-
troduced tablet cat-
egory. India even
today has a low PC
penetration or In-
ternet connectivity
(around 10% only).

Aakash - that ad-
dresses the emerging
tablet category ~ should be
assessed against this backdrop, as
well as similar experiences globally.

OneLaptop Per Child (OLPC)is perhaps
the most ambitious project to take the PC
and internet connectivity to high school
children. Pioneered by MIT professor
Nicholas Negroponte, OLPC had an ambi-
tious goal of making a$100 laptopthatcan
work in the rough environment of rural
schools, be child friendly and work with
minimal power requirements. It did
achieve significant goals — laptop prices
dropped from $1,000 to $200 (though not
$100), breakthrough display technology, a

team of high-energy technology volun-
teers, and amazing content generated
largely by voluntary groups of teachers.
OLPC is not a fantastic commercial suc-
cess, but it changed the way PC compa-
nies look at pricing. It also brought down
the prices of laptop computers, at least
the entry level ones, considerably.
India had several success stories earlier,
thebest onebeing the electronic voting
machine (EVM) story. Designed,
manufactured and serviced
by Bharat Electronics (and
later ECIL also), it ad-
dressed the unique In-
dian needs. Simputer
is another example of
India-designed and In-
dia-made product that
had a fantastic appeal
(The New York Times
cited it as an Innova-
tion of the year in
2001) though not a
commercial success.

Commercial success means getting your
promoting and positioning right, in
addition to pricing. Here’s what Aakash
must do:

o Best but Inexpenslve Indian con-
sumers’ expectation is often the best
product, but at affordable price. The
order of priority is clear; merely inex-
pensive, but inferior products are not
popular. 25,000 TV sets in the 90’s
and 710,000 PCs in the past decade
are best examples.

o Gen-Next s Very Different While
good products are expensive, young-
sters today feel that inexpensive
products are not good. For the Face-
book generation, glamour and cool
are very important words. It is impor-
tant to articulate the value proposi-
tion well: Aakash should not be con-
fused with low-cost Android tablets.

o Hidden Needs Hidden need means
this: mobile phones in villages should
work even when one cannot find a
power source to charge for several
days; mobiles should serve the addi-
tional purpose of a torch light, wrist
watch or an alarm clock. So, tablets
must, in similar vein, transfer photos
or video shots from any camera
phone, and show them in vivid colour
as well as play Bollywood movies
with good quality music!

Aakash is a project with an audacious
goal; even if it fails, we need to keep at-
tempting such projects. More important-
ly, learn from the mistakes, correct them
and keep working on them for years to-
gether, without losing patience or getting
put off by criticism (which such audacious
projects are bound to generate). Also,
great products are not only well designed,
but also well marketed and well serviced.

A greatideaimpresses, but only a great
product endures. Here's hoping that
Aakash grows into an enduring product.

The author is Director, HIT-Bangalore.
These are his personal views.
Hecan be reached at ss@uitb.acin
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Aakash makes
Apple relevant

m n.madhavan®hindustantimes com

AS NEWS of the death of
Steve Jobs, founder of Apple,
overflowed in the media last
week, one question that arose
on social networking sites
was: [= the Indian media over-
doing the coverage? It is a rel-
evant gquestion because Apple
essentially has been America-
centric in focus, and the prod-
uets that Jobs created are not
exactly for Asia's commoners.

We can quibble on media
coverage and its extent, but |
think there are three reasons
why Indians must remember
the man,

First, by bringing to the
world the home computer
through the Mac, he ushered
in an explozion in informa-
tion technology, in which
India has emerged as a
major power. The smaller
computers and the way they
connect to networks has
helped companies like
Infosys emerge and put India
on the global economic map.

Second, in a perfect timing
only God could have achieved,
one day before the icon’s
death, the main headline in
Hindustan Times fecuszed on
Aukagh, the tablet PC pro-
moted by the government of
India for education, costing
under S50 (that's under B
2,500 roughly) in the open
market. The headline talked
about India doing “Nano” with
the world's cheapest tablet
computer. The design and
utility inspiration for that is

most certainly Steve Jobs's
iPad that costs ten times as
much with all its fancy, state-
of-the-art features.

Now, you can quibble again
on Aakash's features as you
do on the Tata Nano. Daimler
invented the motor car and
Daimler Benz makes the
Mereedes, but Nano has
unigue relevance for India -
as does Aakash,

Steve Jobs wooed former
PepziCo CEO John Sculley to
bring in consumer marketing
skills to the computer by say-
ing: “Do you want to sell sug-
ared water for the rest of your
lifie or do you want to work
with me and change the
world?”,

Look hard and vou find that
Jobz essentially changed
America, and it fell upon Bill
Gates-led Microsoft and IBM
to actually change the world
by making the personal com-
puter affordable to millions.
But the late Jobs does get the
credit for the idea and the
audacity to blaze a new trend.

Last, but not the least, as
venture capitalist Vinod
Khosla noted, Jobs must be
celebrated for his ability to
think up new ideas and dare
to do something about it. For
India’s emerging entrepre-
Neurs in a growing economy,
that could be a big inspiration.

For all those reasons — and
not for the fact that he hung
out with Himalayan babas for
a while — the media could be
forgiven for overplaying the

man's passing,



Special Correspondent

NEW DELHI: The Centre will es-
tablish ,a vocational educa-
tion cell under the Central
Board of Secondary Educa-
tion as per the revised
scheme of Vocationalisation
of Secondary Education,
which includes imparting vo-
cational education in Classes
XIand XIL

The revised scheme has
been approved for imple-
mentation in the remaining

period of the current Five- " |

Year Plan.

Focus

It also envisages the
strengthening of the 1,000
existing vocational schools
and establishment of 100
new vocational schools by
the State governments. The
Centre will provide assist-
ance to 500 vocational
schools being run under the
private-public partnership
mode and in-service training
of existing and fresh teach-
ers.

The focus will be on devel-
opment of 250 competency-
based modules for each indi-
vidual vocational courses
and assistance to 150 reput-
ed non-governmental orga-
nisations to run
short-duration  innovative
vocational education pro-
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Centre to establish vocational
education cell within CBS

H
|

Union Human Resource Development Minister Kapil Sibal lights a lamp to
launch the National Vocational Education Qualification Framework
programme in New Delhi on Saturday. - PHOTO: V. SUDERSHAN

grammes,

A pilot programme under
the National Vocational
Education Qualification
Framework (NVEQF) will be
initiated in Haryana and

West Bengal. The Sector |

Skill Councils, being set up
by the National Skill Devel-
opment Corporation

(NSDC}, have developed the
National Occupational Stan-
dards (NOS) for some sectors
and these will govern all ac-
tivities to be taken up in vo-
cational education,

The ambitious NVEQF
programme, which aims at
feeding the industry with
skilled hands, was launched

here on Saturday for poly-
technic and engineering
colleges,

Unveiling the initiative,
Human Resource Develop-
ment Minister Kapil Sibal
said multiple sectors were
involved in developing the
syllabi, which met the re-
quirements of the industry
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for the needed skills.

In all, there will be seven
levels of certification ending
at the university level, .

The unique part of the vo-
cational framework is that it

will be integrated with main--

stream education and thus’
provide students multi-level
entry and exit options, to en-
able them to seek employ-
ment after class XII,

Any student under the

¥ “NVEQF can be sure that the

institution is government-
authorised and nationally
accredited and that the de-
gree and other qualifications
are genuine, said All-India
Council for Technical Edu-
cation chairman S.S.
Mantha.

Earlier this year, the gov-
ernment set up a GoM con-
sisting of state Education
Ministers to suggest devel-
oping the NVEQF, The re-
port was presented to the
Ministry last month,

Mr. Sibal suggested that
skill requirement in the agri-
culture sector should also be
included under the purview
of the NVEQF and that
courses in this field should be
launched by 2013,

The NVEQF will have pro-
visions for subsidised fee
structure for larger accessi-
bility and programme deliv-
eryinlocal language.



The low-cost tablet
with the name of a
surface-to-air missile
can be a game-
changer for India’s
digital have-nots. But
without proper
planning Aakash’
may just turn out to
be another dud

Shobhan Saxena | TNy

ithhisraised right fist
pointing to the sky
and the shining gadg-
et in his left hand, as
Kapil Sibal unveiled
the world’s cheapest

tablet computer, Aakash, on Wednesday,

it was difficult not to ask this cne ques-
tion: whose brilliant idea it to give
the tablet the same name as that of a
nuclear capable surface-to-air missile
that is going to cost the Indian taxpayer
Rs 23,000 crore? That apart, the tablet
raises more questions.

Be that as it may, but as the human
resources development minister distrib-
uted the Rs 1,750 tablet to 500 students,
hemade ahuge promise to the country’s
digital have-nots: sky is no longer the
limit when it comes to hitching a ride
on the information superhighway.

It's a promising gizmo. It’s features
— a resistive touchscreen, an SD card
slot fitted with a 2GB card and support-
ing up to 32GB capacities, two USB ports,
Wi-Fi, video conferencing, 3+hour bat-
tery life, (00MHz processor, 256MB RAM
and Android 2.2 — are enough to dazzle
the India on the wrong side of the dig-
ital divide. “This is for all of you who
are disempowered. This is for all of you
who have no access. This is for all those
who are marginalized,” Sibat said at the
launch as eager applause followed. “Our
goal was to break the price barrier for
computing and internet aceess,” he said.
“The Aakash is proudly made in India,
and is destined to revolutionise comput-
ing and internet access for the world,”

Nodoubt, India has beaten the world
iri creating the world's cheapest tablet,
No doubt, Aakash has the potential of
being a game-changer as it can empow-
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MIRACLE PILL OR
IMMICK?

CHE

With even the Capital's
satellite towns facing
power cuts, how will
the tablet with just
3-hour battery be
re-charged in villages
that lightup fora
couple of hours a day

er India’'s poor-—just the way the PC did
in the 1980s in the West. Butit willbe a
big mistake to confuse potential with
performance. “It'srather silly to confuse
investment in technology with invest-
ment in education, Access to internet is
not going to revolutionise the Indian
educational system which is falling
apart.. Even Steve Jobs didn’t over exag-

gerate the importance of his gadgets
like Sibal is doing,” says sociologist Shiv
Visvanathan. “What about investment
in teachers, what about investment in
rural schools?”

The government has to worry about
investment in many other sectors such
as rural electrification and Wi-Fi con-
nectivity to make Aakash work. With
even the Capital’s satellite towns facing
power cuts, it's anybody’s guess how the
tablet with just 3-hour battery can be
recharged in villages that get power for
acouple of hours aday, “No thoughthas
been given to this issue. Among the
emerging economies, India has the
worst per capita power consumption,
There are thousands of schools without
electricity How will the students re-
charge their tablets,” says an official in
the ministry of science and technology,
“You just can’t dump technology onru-
ral communities and hope it will work.”

The fact that the tablet connects to
the internet with Wi-Fi alone could be a

bigger problem. Even big cities in India
have few Wi-Fi hotspots and outside
them, the service vanishes. So, the stu-
dents in the villages will have to wait till
India moves to 4G technology that wil}
offer wireless internet the same way
mobile phone operators provide wire-
less telephony services. But that will
raise the question of billing as the 4G
business model hasn't been made public
as yet. “The tablet may cost as little as
Rs 500 but what about the monthly Wi-Fi
bill which may go up to Rs 1000? Can the
poor pay so much? Is the government
going to provide free Wi-Fi in villages?
Or this is just a plan to provide captive
customers to 4G operators,” asks the
science and technology official, speak-
ing on condition of anonymity.

In the hype surrounding the Aakash
launch, many impertant questions have
been ignored and that has raised doubts
about its success, particularly when the
government is yet to come out with the
way the tablet will be distributed. “Dis-
tribution of technology is nota solution
of problems rural India faces. It seems
it’s just a tool to create migrant workers
for urban areas. You are connecting them
to a world they don’t need to kmow and
what they need to know is being ig-
nored,” says Vibha Gupta of Rural Wom-
en Technology Centre, an NGO in Ward-
ha, “Justlike mobile phone hasn't helped
the agriculture sector, this tablet too will
not help the villages. It may help thesale
of computer games.” )

If activists are skeptical about Aa-
kash, they have strong reasons to be
so. In May 2005, a Rs 10,000 mobile
computer, called Mobilis, was
launched amid much fanfare, “This
marks India’s leap into the future of
PCtechnology...,” Sibal, then minister
for Science and Technology, had said
at that time. Today, nobody knows
about Mobilis. Earlier, in 2002, a hand-
held computer called Simputer was
launched to “give the villagers access
to computing power”. Simputer, too,
is history now. To make sure that Aa-
kash doesn'tend upina trashean, the
government has to do more than just
make it sound like a deadly missile.

shobhan.saxena@timesgroup.com
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Harvard loses top world varsity rahldng |

BLOOMBERG
8 October

HARVARD University lost its
top spot for the first time in
eight yearsin a global ranking
of higher education institutions,
being overtaken by the Cali-
fornia Institute of Technology.

Another California institu-
tion, Stanford University, tied
with Harvard for second spotin
the annual table compiled by
the Londbn-based Times High-
er Education, with data supplied
by Thomson Reuters Corp. The
University of Oxford climbed
to fourth from sixth last year,
beating the University of Cam-

bridge at sixth. Princeton Uni-
versity came fifth.

Harvard, the world’s rich-
estuniversity, has topped the
rankings since they were start-
ed in 2004. The US institution
was beaten by Cambridge last
month in a separate poll by
higher education information
provider QS. A16 percent in-
crease in research funding for
Caltech helped it leapfrog Har-
vard in the Times Higher
table, said Phil Baty, editor of
the rankings.

“The difference between
Harvard and Caltech last year
was minuscule,” Baty saidina
telephone interview. “What’s

happened this year is Caltech
has seen a significant increase
inits research income. A 16 per
centincrease, it's quite signif-
icantin tipping the balance over
inits favor. Harvard had an in-
crease as well, but it was more
in line with sector averages.”

The rankings are based on
asurvey that gauges universi-
ties across five areas, includ-
ing industry income, teaching,
citations, research and inter-
national outlook. More than
17,500 academics were sur-
veyed and 50 million citations
analysed and compared with
the world average for this
year’s rankings.
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Scheme to feed industry
with skﬂled workforce

statesman news ser\uce

. development (HRD} ministry today launched
its ambitious National Vocational Education
Qualification Framework (NVEQF) programme
which aims to feed the industry with skilled
~hands.

The nationa! framework aims to train school
children in skill development and provide job
opportunities to those who are not able to
access higher education.

Unveiling the initiative for polytechnic and
engineering colleges, HRD minister, Mr Kapil
Sibal, said the NVEQF will meéet the require-
ment of skilled hands for driving industrial
growth, :

“We have a shortage of around five million
skilled workforce in the country,” he said
adding that there will be a Central Board of

Secondary Education (CBSE) degree for voca-

, | . tional education.
NEW DELHI, 8 OCT: The human resource

While NVEQF will start from class IX
onwards (certification level 1), today's launch
was from the level of polytechnic onwards (cer-
tification level 3). In all, there will be seven lev-
els of certification endmg at the university
level.

The programme is available to students once
they register with a college approved by All
India Council of Technical Education (AICTE)
for a vocational diploma or degree. The stu-
dent can alscregister with any other institute
affiliated to any technical board or university.

Vocational certificate or diploma or degree
will be awarded depending on the credit levels
completed by the student. The areas covered
by programme includes agriculture, construc-
tion, infrastructure, manufacturing, IT, retail
and environment.
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